i7, TOWARD THE CLASSIFICATION OF SHABO (MIKEYIR) 

z^hessa Tfifera and Pete Unseth 

1. Background 

The Shabo language is spOKen in the south-central portion of 
Ethiopia's Illubabor Province by a group of people who call both 
themselves and their language "Shabo". They live scattered among the 
Majangir, in close proximity to the Mocha. Majang (sg,; pi. Majang- 
ir) is a Nilo-Saharan language of the Surma group, while Mocha is an 
Afrasian language of the Omotic Family. Stauder, an anthropologist 
who worked among the Majangir, referred to the Shabo as "Shaqo" in 
an article (1970: 109) and some people in Tepi town refer to them as 
"Shako". This might suggest an origin or affinity with the nearby 0- 
motic Sheko, but the linguJ-stic evidence does not support this hypo- 
thesis at all. 

In the literature, the Shabo have always been closely associat- 
ed with the Majangir. Bender once reported that "local information 
suggests t^^j^ jyiekeyer is a a deviant dialect of Majangir" (1975: 74), 

Utilizing a Word list gathered by missionary Harvey Hoekstra, 
Bender was the first author to establish that Shabo (he called it 
Mekeyer or Mikeyir) is indeed a separate language (1977). He pub- 
lished the list in 1983, making further comments about classificat- 
ion. Because the data is so limited and there are vocabulary corre- 
spondences with so many different languages, he could not reach a 
firm conclusion about the place of Shabo. First "It seems that Mi- 
keyir is not an Omotic language, but almost certainly a Nilo-Saharan 
one", (349) . However, he noted that the pronouns "do not provide ob- 
vious support for the Nilo-Saharan hypothesis. .. [they are an] argu- 
ment for Omotic". He concluded by speculating "A tantalizing idea, 
then, is that Mikeyir had an Omotic base". 

Because of the vocabulary correspondences with various other 
languages. Bender observed "In view of their anomalous language, 
they [Mikeyir] may indeed represent a former hunting-gathering pop- 
ulation of the area. As such, they provide important clues to the 
ethnohistory of southwest Ethiopia" (1977: 14). 

Fleming, studying the same data, was less certain: "After try- 
ing diligently to find a kindred tongue in Eastern Africa I can say 
that Mekeyir is probably not related genetically to Nilotic, Kuliak, 
Surma, Central Sudanic, or even Koman; nor to Omotic, Cushitic or 
Semitic. Some very few resemblances to neighboring. .. languages can 
be found, as well as some obvious interchanges with Majang, but not 
enough to convince anyone that Mekeyir is related to them. More data 
are therefore badly needed. One must agree with Bender that these 
forest nomads with an unclassified language are a matter of great 
interest to us all," (1983a:555). 

The present authors have gathered additional data and can now 
show that the language shows closest relations with Nilo-Saharan. 
Also, the language is better referred to by its self-name "Shabo" 
since "Mikeyir" i§ g Majang label seen as derogatory. 
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The autho^TS gathered thei^r dc^ta in and arpund the town of Metti 
in Illxobabor Province of western Ethiopia* Elicitation was done in 
Amharic, which was then translated into Majang by Petros Bedikan, a 
Majang who is fluent in Ajnharic The Shabo speakers were abl^ to 
converse in Majang. 

2, Phonology 

In the following chart of Shabo consonants, those segments 
which are suspected not to be phone«»*=^s ^^® ®^^losed in [ J . 



[21 



Stops; ejectives 


[p»] 


[t»] 


[c»J 


tk'] 


voiceless 


P 


t 


c 


k 


voiced 


b 


d 


j 


g 


implosive 


6 


<f 






Nasals: 


m 


n 







Fricatives: 

voiceless 


[f] 


[s] 


H 




voiced 




[z] 


[2] 




Liquids: 




r, 1 






Glides: 


w 




y 





The consonant chart is generally similar to most Surma languag- 
es, though nearly Majang and most others lack ejectives. Within Sur- 
ma, eji^^tives ar^ found only in Muguji and Bodi (Bender 1977: 15). 
Ejectives j« shabo apF§?^ "*^° ^® allophones of non-ejectives. Almost 
all of them a^fgar word^if^^^^^^^y (though not all word-initial 
voiceless stops ai.^ ejective: T^e data contains mostly stems: it 
would be interesting uvj gee if this distribution is affected by the 
presence of prefixes. Twc unown exceptions to the word-initial dis- 
tribution are [punk'a] ashes ^nd [ork'an] leaf. 

The bilabial stop /p/ seems to have allophones (or free var- 
iants ?) [f ] , [tB] , and [p] . This alternation was noticed even in the 
speech of a single individual, who pronounc&d "moon" as [kasufu] , 

[kasuSu] , and [kasupu] . This alternation was also seen in forms 
elicited from different prople. For example, "ashes" was given as 

[funk'a] by one person, but [punk'a] by another. "Person" was given 
as both [uffia] and [upa] . With some words, there was also some fluct- 
uation between [k] and [hj , such as "road/path" Ihoma/koma] and "boil" 

[hop/kop] . 

The status of [c] , IcM, and Ij] as palatal stops, rather than 
as affricates, is not certain. They are grouped with the stops most- 
ly because of pattern symmetry. The noun "fly", for example, was pro- 
noun^^r;; [zeefa], [?eefa] , and Ue^H] . ^f^" was Pronounced as 
(tso] and [co] . "Eye" was pronounced as [se] , [sye] , and Lsej . 
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'»You" (e>i,1 w^s pronounced as isubak] , I^ubak] , ^nd JcuJ , The eject- 
ive [c'] seemed to be most ste^ble^ with no examples of Vftrv^tion 
found. All of these variations may be examplP^ ot stops reducA*ig to 
fricatives, [Ed. They are also characteristic df Majang, see des- 
cription in Bender 1983a3 , 

Following is a list of words illustrating the segments of the 
consonant table in positions suggesting phonemic status. As ex- 
plained above, /c/ and /j/ are tentatively interpreted as palatal 
stops. Some of their variants are listed below. For the consonants 
whose analysis is unclear, examples are given in phonetic tran- 
scription to show the complexity of the situation; 



[f] 


ifu 

kasufu 
funk ' a 


hand 
moon 
ashes 


/t/ 


mat 
til, 
koto 


big 

I 
woman 


/cV 


c'eeka 

c'iin 

c'ota 


hair 

black 

cut 


AV 


k»iti 
punk * a 
k'ona 


ear 

ashes 

tree 


M/ 


k ' encfi 

cfaaca 

(fim 


cold 
white 

rain 


/d/ 


dip 
htddtb 


night 
faiii<ill 


/h/ 


ha 
hutu 


"meat 
knee 


/n/ 


k ' encfi 

maana 
nimma 


cold 

stone 

neck 


/c/ 


CO 

£C£t 

CU 


new 

hear 

you (pi.) 


[s] 


subak 

se 

kasupu 


you (pi.) 

eye 

moon 



Ip} 


bap 


two 




apuur 


work 




punk ' a 


ashes 




kasupu 


moon 


A/ 


c'eeka 


hair, feather 




kaw 


mouth 




akuS 


skin 


AV 


t*OW;^4- 


doorway 




t'a 


eat 


/£)/ 


ponkatala 


sit down 




ha&afa 


sleep 




fcilla 


bite 




^ p'illa 


? 


/b/ 


habba 


many 




bap 


two 




hcddeb 


small 


/g/ 


go 


burn 




sei)gi 


claw, nail 


/m/ 


mat 


big 




am 


come 




c'ammo 


grass 


/n/ 


i>a 


he 




til) 


I 




ii^k 


one 


[^] 


akul 


skin 




kasupu 


moon 




SubJk 


you (pi.) 




^e 


eye 



[ts] 



tso 
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